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was an inherited tyranny which was always powerful and sometimes
irresistible; but while I was compelled to recognize its power, I
never acknowledged its supremacy, nor thought of it as being good.
I might at times be beaten by it, but it was not a god that I could
worship. And I have never doubted that my rejection of the
'beneficent private war' theory of life was altogether sound and
commendable. This sordid doctrine did not give to human nature
a square deal. For if man is not all good, neither is he all bad. In
spite of all his failures man does sometimes fight successfully
against the anti-social part of his inheritance, and, more often than
his detractors realize, he follows his moral judgments, even when
they are opposed to his economic interests. The history of our
forefathers is happily full of examples of man's response to the call
of his conscience: Jesus, Socrates, and Giordano Bruno did not live
and strive for great possessions, and Father Damien did not serve,
and die for, his leper brothers from motives of self-interest.
The choice between the two opposite theories of living on, or
living for, humanity, was not a difficult one for me to make, for I
never had any desire to become rich; nor was there any great goal,
whether social, economic, or political, which I consciously desired
to reach. The smiles of the socially powerful did not attract me,
and I never wilted under their frowns. I quite certainly did hot
wish again to suffer the hardships of my adolescent years, and
perhaps because of this I half sympathized with the self-denying
enthusiast of the simple life who said: 'All that I ask for dinner is
a nourishing soup, a portion of fresh and well-cooked fish, a bird
of some kind, with a dainty sweet and dessert to follow. And of
course coffee and a good cigar':
I care not much for gold or land:
Give me a mortgage here, and there—
Some good bank-stock—some note of hand,
Or trifling railroad share.
I only ask that Fortune send
A little more than I shall spend.1
I was spared the agonies of doubt and of indecision, possibly
because my pathway seemed to be so clearly indicated, and also
because I felt a stern compulsion to follow what I saw. There
was, therefore, neither merit nor demerit in my choice. I joyfully
subordinated myself to, and placed myself at the disposal of, the
causes that appealed to me, and I was glad to be used by them.
1 O. W. Holmes, Autocrat of the Breakfast Table.

